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e '.“,\ ' Attributlon theory ls concerned with how people lnterpret lnformatlon about" o
- . \ w -

: ‘ thelr own behavlor and the behavtor of others ln maklng juﬂgments about the percelved

underlying causes of events. It ls assumed that people lmplictly or: expllcltly are con-q

e

L \\Sstantly making causal attributlons about events ln thelr llves. » These causal judgments L

PR 'are believed to be central to people ;] understandlng of thelr environment fot‘ thelﬁ pre—:
. ' ’ ) } . } . - Do '
DR ,diptlons about the future, and for their reactlons to varlous events. PR e [

!
Although attrlbution "theory" ls concerned wlth causal judgments made lnt o
) : ) ¢ [
S number of sltuatlons abOut many types of events, the focus of this paper wlll be on those" *

l -0 S

\

2

i
1

attributions ‘made about sucgess and fallure events--or more generally,)attrlbutlons for L

. 'good a.nd bad events. ‘Our approach to attrlbutlon theory grew out of a 'focusfkn.achleve-'
BT

{

ment events where success and fallure are especlally sallent However the concepts / ..fl:

\ . <

developed to. explain achlevement orlented behavior have now been applifd to a varlety

[} * .",'“

v

“of other settings These mclude sports attrlbutlons employee performance evaluatiqns. 7

L SR o . -

alcohohsm, w1fe beatmg and toleraﬂonby women of belng beaten, ‘and parole decislons

among others. We have also looked at nonclaboratory achiev/ment eyents such as /\ -
| , \ | . _— o Yaw
taking an éxam.\ Lo . co o “ . T

. .
KS . B B -

' \ Applylng achxevement attrtbutlbn concepts has had ect beneflts for under-

P

; standing dlverse areas. of behav’lor. It has also served to deveiop this theoretlcal '

F
7 : l

“orientation and to glve us, -new methodologles for studylng c&usal attrlbutlons. However
* : l o
the baslc modé‘l" still relles heavxly on the ploneerlng work of Weln and- his assoclates .

) J

.

(e. ey Welner, 1974; Welner Frleze, Kukla, Reed Rest and’ Rosenbaum, 1971) Thls

' group has dohe extenslve work in lnvestigatlng the r e ausal attrlbutions for successl-_\

J~: \‘ .. \
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o and failure tn explaining achievement—oriented behavi)or. ‘This resé rch has concentra; _
. ‘?/ ) \ -

e ted upon three mgjor areas Information processing and its effec '8 upon causal attri-

9

ment strivings. ' .

T o ; ' "I’HE ATTBIBUTION pnocrss FOR'ACHIEV MENT Evms

-

Research into various aspects of the attribution process has been increasingly

& .
active over the last ten years. Based on a varietv of studies deZing with how people

utilize information inetnaldng*ca,usal Judgments of all types and e consequences of

e e oL e

“§s~

various attrlbutions, psycholog{sts now understa.nd a’ good’ deal about causal attributions.

{ "-;‘:‘,;r' L
iy a’ Most theorists would agree that making a causal attribution is basically an. informatiOn

S o ‘J,

. - processing task - As pe.rson determines why a partlcular event occurred through

‘ L asséssing the available mformation about the person and the situation and combining

this in some relativ'ely system tlc manner’ on the basxs of past experienoes and internal

( . v 1 .\ ~ ‘
;]piases e. g.\, (Barroll Payne‘ Frieze and Girard Note‘l Frwze 1976 a; Heider 1958;

P . N . n
‘-. N At ¢
L ¢

R -

- geuey, 1971 Shaver 1975 Weiner 1972).-

- ” ' e - o .
B

' j On the basis of empirical findings as well as upon some speculation, the achleve-._

ment attribution process has generally been conceptualized as shown in the schematlc
- bl

-

.S model labeled Figure 1 (Frieze, 1976 a)‘ Although similar models have been suggested

e for situations in which people themselves are pai’tlcipating in an achieVement-orlented
;: c . . ) ! - .
activity (Frieze, 1973),- this model~ assumes that a pe'rson observes someone else partii'-u -

’ c1pat1ng in an achievement event such as taking en exam (the typical situation for much

" of the’ achievement attribution research) W}ithin ‘the attribution process readily avail—
oo y

‘ "-‘,‘ E ;;;\“}4 ' -

’ s
v




’ able .yi_nf(t‘:naition about the exam and the person taking it are 'coiﬁbined with a judngant

of the actual tes!:'{ score as either a success or ‘hf_ailure (Box,i,,irl_ Figure 1) as the first

!

- step in ,detérmi;ﬁlng' why this outcome occurred. Current literaﬁlre suggests that the

causal att;fibuﬂon ‘may be determined in orie of two-ways. In situations similar to theose

-

: e;é’periepéed in thé’ paét,sthé‘ bérson may quickly assess the readily available informa-
tion and thén match this situation to. a previously -develop_ed ;:ausal schema or decisior;
‘ stratég'}; (Bo;F‘Z) a;nd;form an immediate c‘ausal attribution (Box 7). This-may také the
fo,rnf\f’f' a sir‘nble bias toward certain cau;al attributions for success and dthgfs for
fé.ilure or it may répfesent a more complex but familiar schema.

Insert Figure 1 about here

s

x

______ - —
tor
N

In c'asve‘és where ~theré is no,;'ea'ciily available causal schema in memory, the '
~person will attefnp't _:togevélop a new L'nformation [:;rocesqing, sfrate_gy _(de 3) It is
Hypothesized’that the person will systefnatically consider the a\}ailable ‘info_rmat;on in
aﬁ'iving ata judgment-abdu_t' why the -success or.failure occufred. For example, infor-
.mation wilich_amight be ‘rel'evan.t in 'aﬁrlbu!:in‘g the outcome of ‘atllvexam to 6ne of many
possible 'causes includes knowledge of how yvell fhe person has done on past exﬁms of
- the type given, as well as his or ﬁer&brevious eiéerien\ce on other types of‘e‘xams.'.)
Also, the time spent. studying Yr‘night be impoJ.;ta;lt i;lfofmatioﬁ. "This informagion would
, be. sysfel:nétically v;e_ighted and combined .i)y the berson to determine;fwhy he or she
' "sﬁcceéded or failed the exam (Fx:ieze,. 1976 a). Stqdiesvfxave shoWri that ptao_ple have
consiétent aind syst}ematic ,methlgds for co'mbimné ‘and fveighting‘information in ,making
'this type qf causal judgm‘én"c' (e.g. ," Frieze and Weiner, 1971; McArthur, 1972). If, m .
. _ _ E

5 N

» >




. people ln explalnlng achle-

attemptl.ng to process the avallable infor' ation, the person"flnds that the processlug i

- strategy developed 18 not consistent lth other prevlously developed rules or that he ,

or she lacks sufﬂclent lnformatlo to be reasonably certaln of the attrlbutlon, the
person may seek further lnfor _ atlon (Box 5), perhaps ma.king a tentatlve attrlbutlon
while seeklng addltlonal data -For example, in the above lnstance the person mlght :
" also want to know who /else took the exam and how. well they did. - Once an acceptable
processlng rule ls deéeloped this rule ls the added to memory (Box. 6) 80 that it can
. be utlllzed on future oc aslons and the cauqél attrlbutlon is made (Box 7) . .

By

Causal Jér\tt‘rlbutlon,é _ . h / o o 4 3

P

son taking an eaam, once all available

information is proc ssed, a person migat then determlne that the success on the exam . -

lble causes the person 8 ablllty in that subJect

: her trylng h?rd the exam's belng e y, or good luck Simllarly, if he had falled lt

o /

mlght be attrlbuted to lack of ablll lack of effort the dlfflculty .of :the exam, or bad
/

luck. These four causes were Spi clfied by Heider (1958) a.nd have been most fully

; /
researched by Weiner and asso?latesﬁ(e g. y Welner et al. y 1971 Welner, 1974). More

-
a

) recent work (Elig and Frieze /1975, Frleze, 1976 b) has lndicated that other causal

¥

factors in addition to ablllty effort luck and task dlfflculty are frequently employed by

ment success and failure. These lnclude stable effort,or a

te
s *
ST '

e




»

in Table 1. Each of these Efmensions (ixﬂ;ernality, stability and intentionalityf) has b

different relationships to the att;ributional consequences represented by Boxes 8, 9

and 10, o -‘ L

Insert Table 1 about here L -

- - r'

‘ The_first dimension,: internality,- has to do with whether the‘”?:ause of an event

- is'associated with the prirnary actor in the sfituation, and is thus internal,_or whet_her -
b thecause”is- external to this Vperson. Thus a person may succeed on an exam because

of the internal causes of ability% effort modd personality or knowledge. He may also

~

succeed because of external factors the easf of the task someone else's help, or good

o
i

luck. Related ‘to this dimension and sometimes confused with it 18 the third dimension T

. 7 s : A e

of intentionality. If the actor has control over the internal cause ,i,t is intentional (see

Elig and Frieze, -1975). -Thus; effort is internal and ini;entional-while al)ility and
’ PN o o, ‘ o
personalify are unintentional, although still internal. External causes: can be ‘intentiorqxa“l

Yo

. B T .- . . . ) 2. 4
N if they involve another person _who‘contr?ls them. If someone else aids the actor, thie
would be an external, intentional cause. These two dimensions are confounded'in the
'widely cited concept of locus of control. An internal locus o_f_control, would; in our .

.terminology, involve an. internal and intentiondl cause while external locus of control"

typically involveg external, unintegt‘ional factors (see Elig and Frieze, 1975; or, R

. _Rotter, 1966). -

. Another dimension which is 'extrernely imp‘ortant for classifying causal attri-

butions.-is stability. - Ability, personality and unchanging environmental factors are

»stable and change relatively little over ti?ile Effort, mood and luck are unstable.. They

—_— - : . . ' S :
-
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Ttoa e C o o : -
. . ) R - ; '_a‘ % T . ». ! " ’ I" » ) ) 6‘
gr\e highly changeable. Stability lnvolves a relat[\\jq unchanging cause during the time

e

' 'period and across the situations one wishes to generalize to. Thus, the task may be

' s’w.ble or unstable depending on whef.her the task will cbange in the future (Valle and

et

o Frieze, 1976 Weiner et al., in press) Other causes may also be reolasSified within

-

) the .dimensions depending on the speiific sltuation (Elig and Frieze, 1975; Weiner, Russel

\, \
and Lerman, in.press). ' - I

N
~ Consequences of*Attrlbutions : S

\ - ', / ) Comoa e X "b . ~ ‘-"
As seen i Figure 1, once the attribution of the event is made certain conse-

v quences follpw (ﬁOxes 8 9, and 10) If the performance of a étudent failing an exam .

is attributed to lack of effort he may be e§pected to succeed in the future if he tries
harder. If on the other hand, .the failure iS attributed to lack of ability, he will be
expected to do Just as poorly in the future. Weiner, et al (1971) have systematically

,shown how changes in expectancies for future success on achievement tasks (Bbx 8)
? : . ' ’ . ."\ ' . . ’ - . - ) °

TR ~ '

~ are affected by differential attributions. Weiner, Nierenberg and Goldstein (1976)

and l/allé and Frieze fl 976) have shown that expectancy changes,are related to the
‘stability dimension. Stable causes produce expectancies that outcomes will continue

toa be the same, while unstable causes at t‘ \ Hpr'oduce_ unusual expectancy shifts such -
| " as the Gambl‘er{sﬁ*ﬁfallacy (le.g. , be'liefs that success will be followed b3; failure or that
failure will be follovued by success). r’l‘l’iese expectancies are then also used as infor_

: : 2 C - o ) .
mation for making attributions about future events EFea_ther:, 1967; Feather and Simon,
1971 a, 1971 b) . For ,eyéarrible . outco;nes at\\_;ariance with expectations are often

: a.scribed.to luck. | - T g | ’

[



Although affect (feell'ngs of pride or shame), may be dep‘endent dlrectly_ upon the N
outcome of behavlor (e. g., children feel happler after success than fallure rega,rdless

of the information they are glvenl)ﬁ (Parsons and Ruble, 1972), affect also is mediated

by the causal attrlbutlon (Box 9). Studles have shown that outconges atttlbuted _tﬂ/

1

lnterna} factors are\ experlenced with more prlde or shame than outcomes seen as

cau%ed by external factors (Welner, 1974) They also res&g_lt lg ngore posltlve evalua-t . ‘

: N . / :
J LU §

, . tions by others when successfu and less poslttve evaluations whe not successful ) NG

R (Rosenbaum, 1972) ol Sl . : -

‘ S Finally} as a result o‘g the expectatlons and a?ffect assoclated wlth the causal : 3‘ :

attributi ‘behavior sucﬂ a8 reWard ‘or: punishment of the o‘utcome occurs (l,?»ox 107
N : { T
o Rewards may also be medlated by the lntentlonallty of the causal ai;trlbutwn (Frleze, " ‘=
w Fisher Hanusa, McHugh and Valle, ln press, Weiner, in press) R '-~ ) N
et ) . i . = : \ ” E
_ 5 ' - CHA NGENG CONCEPTIQNS OF, m ATTRIBUTIONAL PROCESS < 3
- l. ‘ o . i ] - ' |_ -\ /e T » . .
_ / - The conception of the attrf;button process descrlbed above was based lﬁrgely C T
7, ' \ . ‘ ( . “- - , ’ .
- [
: upon laboratory studies where college students were made to succeed or fall at a{\

.achievemen‘t task and/orfwher,e only a small portion of the model was tested ‘at one .. v

A, timel When attrlbutlonal st'udle's'wel\‘addne in less rigid settings, seyeral modi'flcatlogs ¥,
N . :, . , ,Q- . - ‘ . 8 . °
) were%und to be necessary (see Frleze, 1976 a and b). oy ' ’

Defimr!gtheEvent T ot T > .‘ -

)

“' % . B . - > e , 5
.. In much aclﬁeven/ent attrlbution research sub]ects are told how a person e .

(syﬁetlmes themselves) has performed on a ) task and the’n is asked to state w why 1 this -~ .

person performed ln this way. SOmetlm 8 thls judgment ls based on other lnformaf;lon _

<. the subject is glven and at other tlmes solely on the outcome as lt is deflned ahd what-

.o
,

y

\)‘ . . ‘ [ ii':‘:sw . - o ST a ’ .
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LR

! 1n a recent set of s{ndles we found that su'bdects ratlngs 07 how successful they felt

S0 Thus, even ln the Secoﬁnd class ‘the actual outcdine accounted ﬁor Jdess than 40% of the -

',H- ‘ T a
3 varla,ncef i(n subJecti.ve feelmgs of success or, fallure. .

Ry
S
. b

; %ver backg'roundsand biﬁ.ses the subject brlnq k/he ‘ ltua

L\ /
wlth t}ﬂs Qpprroach ls that deflning an event as'a suéce
7~ 3

O

. é-i

- -

a

' “ﬁ;' g%ade o‘n an exam mfght“be copsidered success [ or

’\

for the "A‘L student Such dlscrepancles have also been reported ln a varlety of studles

-~ N
v
¥

z

-

"

. g
tlon One of the di.fflcultles

or_ fallure 1s in fact a ¢ plex

Pk

‘process that lnvolves large lndlvidual(dlfferences On a, nafve level we know that a

e - .
the ney student and a failure

»
wh.lch ask s-ﬁbjects to rate tl!elr subjective sens%:ﬁ’ccess or failure For example‘ - ) ‘
) -

»

-

3

they were on a university classroom examlnatlom correlated 38 wlth their actual exam |

AP -

<

'
score in one olass and 62 in another class (Frleze, F\gntalne and Snyder, Note 2)

+ - s "
RN
-

N-“\ o v'\

e mance a success or failure.on the basis of (false) college

~

‘ - ] !
. such a prdcedure is' uﬁe%d subjects Mot always accept this expeflmenter evaluanon

' many cases, the experlmenter is vot aware of thls sinc

/-
A
.state subpcﬁve outcome HQWever ln a study whlch did

3

~

‘ Zlabeled themselves as successes_or visa versa —Although

-~ less than 5% of his sub}ects, these were the extreme case
{ )

dlscount the experlmen*ter 's. ln{ftructions‘ Other subJects

"42 ).

Q?abel but saw themselVes ag relatlyely hlgh or. low m thelr group.

"\

o \\J
\.‘ Resesfrch ln,non-academic achlevement settings appeihrs to be even more

Ve

N A ~‘4 ) o,

. problematjcal. There are numerous deflnltions;..,ﬁor eXample, of success in a sportmg

’
.
o~

e;n‘ to ehmmate several sub]ects who saw themselves as faillng when they should have

‘-\

' »
3,

‘ " '<’ Typically, “subjects have been told whether they sh}ould conslder their perfor-

student norms, Even when

/

e subjects are not asked o

!

\low for this, ”Ehg, (1977 ) had

. / . i
HE A
these cases accounted for T

8 who were wllling to actively

may have accepted the overall g

.
T
\
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i}(
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v 3....’ _ o ‘ . : _ . . .1-‘ . ‘ 9 o
Winning is one, but playing well may be equally*important (Duquin ‘in pregs)

~ » - V4 = -
" Also , bare win may be seen as.a loss if the losing team has a poor reputation.

[ It appears that there are multiple criteria for success m most situations. In .

som@ qngoing research with housewives I'm doing with John Carroll and Stepb,anle
N : J
, H Birnberg, we are finding}that success standards vary by the type of ta,sk as well as -

N

P across individuals. Housew1ves tend to use objective characteristics of the job to ) T

eﬂvaluate housework but they are mc more likely to use subJective evaluations of others in
. L b s - -
y evaluating how when they are doing as.wives or.mothers. This issue is one in which

B

nof t
Y further research is needed Defining a task as successful may well involve a process L

_ L et
- as complex as forming a causal attribution. Important determinants may include : K
g . T ‘ B
imtial expectations the performance levels of similar and dissimilar others, and -
. !

‘ perhaps even the causal attrlbution. Seve.ral papérs haVe dealt with this issue in other
- & ‘ ’ ' . ~

> . \contexts (e.g. ;"/Festinger, .19‘5_4)‘. This, prior wfork.needs to be integ‘rated w'ith this

.important attributiona'l issue._ X

Another related 1ssue is that subjects may not thmk of tasks in the same units
‘ - -
as the ekperimenter " When. sjtudents are asked to state why they did well or poorly on -

.an exam, they may. say that they did well on some questions because they studied those °

k)

(

- and poorly on others because the test was hard. Thus a test may be defined as a series
of q{stions some of which v&ere success tasks and others which were failure tasks

’

(Frieze et al. , Note 2; Snyder, Frieze and Fontaine, Note 3) The importance of o o ‘
carefully defining or clearly understanding the task whiy h the subject evaluates has also

. '-been noted and discussed in the attribution context by Carroll et al (Note. 1), and /
: K
‘ Newtson 1976) Such clear definitions may be even more necessary when the situation

i/ -~

. . , L 1 ’ ) . .
. & . 1 T . o v . ) o
v ‘ . ‘ - 'v .‘ . » ‘: Lo . . : .




<

in\'rolves more subjectively determined outcomes. What situation is a housew‘ife IR

e ' responding to when you ask her whether she is a successful mother ? What" event is

e - . R
—— N

S the persomresponding to when he is asked why another person is an alcoholic ? The, B

,«_‘\ . -

leﬁs p\reeisely def'lned the situation, lthe leBs clear it will be what the person is
P making a.ttributions about . ~ _ oy * 3 o

4

Information Processing' o o S

—— 7_._A —__A seJ:ieELoi studies have ‘been d()ne to investigate how people use information
\ el U
in making attributional judgments (Boxes 1, 2 3, 4, 5 a.nd 6 of Figure 1) In generai,
! ’

these studies have tended to look for specific information cues asaociated with’

. .wspecific: causal'attributions.i Studies have utilized bothk differenL cue sets and different
Lo
l att_ribui:igns as dependent ratings. Cues preSented in various studiés have included <.
the .out’come alone, -the’ 'eXpected outcome; the'outcome ifi'relation' to the pattern of
previous outcomes and in relation to how iother ‘peopie have reacted. or 'doneo i:n Similar -

~_ -

situtitions, and the amount of time spent working ona task e.g., Fontaine, 1974 Frieze -

~ P
-

.and Weiner 1971 McArthur, 1972)

.

”

‘Ina typical study, tlié subject »is,provic‘i}:d with a n_umber of i'r;formationai cues .
in all pos'(sfble combinationg and 'a's'ked to rate why-each event described by a p\articular
"'cue combination might have occurred ANOVA models have been used for data analysis,

'and interaction effects have been equated with configuraiity in cue usage. Althouéh

these studies ha\?e used a wide variety of cues, si,tuations and attribution rating scales

" RN - . -
results _have been surprismgly consistent (see F_rieze', 1976 a, for a review of this . N
ltérature).

2

This research has clearlv established that college student subjects 'can_‘utiliz'_e

A
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" Information In meanlng'ful-ways to ihake causal attrlbutlons. for success and fallure in

o

“

A < -~

,achievemeut settlng‘s Referrlng to the model of the attr[butlonal process presented

“ L]

ln Figure 1, these studles further suggest that some of the lnformatlon processlng
rules ﬁox 2) may be simple relatlonshlps between speclﬂc lnformatlonal cues and

causal Judgment,%; AlthOugh varlous cues are related to each of~ the mdependent causal

s
L‘L

dgments, there tends to be one cue for each cause whlch shows a qualltatlvely

\ ' w

’stronger relatlonshlp:’ (@) Ability ls prlmarlly related to‘conslstency with the- past; .

‘C - {

(b) Effort is most reéated to a covarlatlon of lncentlve wlth outcome (c) Inconsisten-~ .

cles over timep_rvesult in.luck or mood»attrlbutlons; and, (d) Task outcomes are most

1—\

-common when an outcome is experienced by many people (F‘iﬁle'ze_, 1976 a). - ‘

™~

©

Informatlon Proce ssing and Cognitive Psyohology , 3 ‘ !
. . . - . M '\‘ ) ‘_ T

One of the basic issues-in this work is again the question of whether people
indeed process information in this way. As discussed by Carroll, Payne, Frieze andi '
Girard (Note 1), the fact that subjects can respond differentially and in appropriate ° |

)

di_ljeotions to different arrangem'ents of stimull does not tell us-if this is what they

really do. Thus, the fact that the‘.kANOVA model used to analyze subjects' responses-

achieves significant I'-tests does not necessarlly mean that the process used by

subjects to make attributions has actually worked in a way similar to the ANOVA,
. ; * J . .

model. If some people, some of the time, respond in a reasonably adaptive way to
the structured cues of the task, the overall results could indicate "'slgnificance" with~
out validating that they are:lndeed processing the cues In ’au ANOVA manner or that

™o
ES

they even use these cues in a less structured‘“-\.(and more realistic) situation: A similar

. distinction between the ”pararhorphlc representaglon” of the judgment and the actual -

’

15 -
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: judgment process has been noted in much infoxmation processing research (e.g.,

Dawes, '1975; Dawes and Corrigan, 1974; Slovic and Lichtenstein, 1971)‘. If we want

to really understanQ how people make causal judgments, we must employ some of the
| /\ﬁtﬁu""—‘&w . .‘
techniques developed by cognitive psychologists who directly study how people pro-

t

" cess information and form éognltioné (see Carroll, Payne, Girard, and Frieze,
Note 1; Fischhoff, in press). '

. There are a mu'nbér of concepts that attribution theorists might borrow frqm :

‘.\'-\.'v\ﬂ‘-"“'“”» -\_'-‘-"'"/"\‘\‘ o . \”.Y/.\ »
cognitive psychology. For example, ''representativeness' has been shown to be.

>

impOytant in the process of naive prediction (Kahneman and Tversky, 1972, 1973).

o

This research has found-that people predict the outcorhe that appears most representa~ -

i,
>

A-tive of‘ the evidénce given to them7~ While this can lead?to correct judgmeﬁts, it can
also lead to large and consistenf biases élnce initiél. base rates aﬂd the reliability" of
‘thé data are often ignored (sée Carrdll; et al., Note 1; -Fi-séhhoff, 1976; Kahneman and
Tv‘e.r‘sky; 1973; ﬁisbett, 'Boljgida, Cra;ldallLand ‘Reed,‘.'l';)76_). |
| * A second important concept is "avgllability:" the ease with ’w.hlch instances of # _

'some eirent can be brought to rzxind, reinemb’ered, or imagined (Tversky and Kahnemap,‘-
-1973), Tversky and A.’Kah4neman found that subjects jnge the frequency of an.event by
how éasily 1nstahces éan be brought to mind (cf. "scripts'’ idea of Abelson, 1976).
Thus, a c‘oncl;ete example may éarry far "nr_xore vx.;eight in influencing an attr.ibutional J
decizion than statistically more reli:able pOpulatioﬂ data (see Carroll, et al., Note 1;.
Nisbett, Borgida, .Craﬁdal! and Reed, 1976). , g

Related to the availabilit‘y or script idea is Kellgy's¢ (19’;55) notion of causal

échemata. Kelley assumes that people have ''a repertoire of causal'sbhe‘mata, each of

14 N L
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« which is evoked under certain conditions" (Kelley, 1973, p. 167). These assumed _

patterns enable economical and rapid referenfes to be.mdde. -The covariation principle

is thus cast into a more limited role as a "context wlthiﬁ which some limited and small
| sample of obseryatldn\s is interpreted" (Ke_lley, 1973, p. 113). Such schemata could

also be concéived of as scripts or complete examples of particular successes or

‘4 ‘ .

. P . d ’ N T ’
failures and the condltlons under which they\were experlenéed. Thus, if someone knows

‘»-rthat a person resembles someone else he has known, he may lnfer that the person will

be llkely to experlence the same. outcomes and make predictxons on the basls of that

assumptlon For example, a cé.ndldate for graduate school with low mathematics GRE

* ‘scores and a good undergraduate record may be ar.lnutted lf someone says "Oh, yes,

o she remlnds me of Mary Remember how well she dld?" However ﬁ the candidate is

»

' comp'ared to an unfavorable example , -the person may ‘not be admltted. Dawes (1976)

. A
points out that lmportant decisions are, often made on the basis of very little lnforma-

A / : .
tion. If people inTieed use scrlptsand,make assumptions about the data which is not |
accessible to them, such judgments are not so surprising. |

Orvis,. Cunningham and Kelley Q@G) have shown that subjects do make

assumptlons about mlsslng lnformatlon when asked to make attributlon judgments.

Thelr work was based on ‘the Kélley (1967) hypothems that three basic types of mforma-

tion were used in makmg attributions: ‘consensus, distxnctlveness and conslstency

They noted that certam types of information tended to be assocla,ted with certain causal
‘ attrlbutlons. Low dlstlnctlveness was not assocla'ted with person attributions, high
con;;aensus vwltéh stimulus attributions, and low consistency with circumstance attributions.
Wheain such information was available, subjects assumed other data which would also lead

to the ‘assoclated attribution.

b e

| i s
i J
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The ldea of an underlying schema whlch subjects attempt to match avallable
: ";_data to was also noted by Frieze (1973) She gave subJects three lnformatlonal cues— %”

' sequentially, and asked for attributions after each cue, 'As‘ noted earller, subjects

Lo
N !
(\\

tend to use particular cues for making speclflc attrlbutionss‘ "When the preferred

P

o
L2

"

cues were not present in this study, subjects used whatever was available to make an b
attribution. When the preferred cue arrived, that cue was used thereafter regardless

~ of previous or‘subsequent lnformatlon. This data would also suggest that subjects do

.

" change tHeir judgments when they recelve better information but more research is

needed to verlfy that this happens and what varlables affect attrlbutlon change and v

stabllity. ' :
Carroll, et al. (Note 1) conclude that these’ studles suggest a very dlfferent
\
model of lnformatl? utlllzatlon in maklng attrlbutlonal Judgments than the ANOVA

models suggested by Kelley (19617, 1972) and other research (e.g. ,- Frieze and Weiner,
, N o _ :
1971): '

The person does not perform a three-way ANOVA whlgh would lnvolve
-summating and multiplying arrays of flgures to get an attribution. '
Rather, people expect oné of a small number of patterns of informa- -
tion, and the cues in the task are conipared-against these ideal cases.
The patterns become ""Hypotheses. . . (which) enter into the inference
process itself. Information is compared with them and is interpreted
- in terms of the pattern(s) with which it is consistent' (Orvis, et al.,
© 1975, p. 606) This process descrlptlon has the -advantage of being
consistent with research about decision maklng and human judgment in
cognitive psychology. The process of comparing cues to a small
number of patterns is strikingly similar to the process described in the
representativeness heuristic discussed earlier; patterns are inferred
to the extent that cues are representations of the patterns. This process
would seem to make more modest demands on the attention, memory, .
and effort of the person. It also would require few separate considera~
tions of past experlence, and therefore be more commensurate with the
short tlme it appears to take a person to make an attribution when asked
-to do so" (Carroll, Payne, Frleze and Girard, Note 1). , .

18



o Informational Cues

. set of cues: the type of task how well other people performiﬁ‘g the same task have :

Vi g - - . ' » a

. ‘- »o
Referring to Figure 1, this work uggests that Box 2, the storehouse of rules

s .

,,,,,,, B . .

and schematamay be used even more often than implied by previous research It

inuld appear that-rarely would the stages described_in‘ Boxes 3 to 6 be necessaryifor
_a.dults who h’ave a’ lé.i'g'e;’jstorehouse of ~-representative incidents.

Y

. Within most of the attribution information processing studies the information

,provided to the subjec’ts (Box 1) has generally been selected from’a relatively small %

~—

) L
" done, how well the person has done in the past and how much time was spent working

on the task These cues have been ¢hosen because they were felt to be important by
- the experimenter for intuitive or theoretical reasons. It is assumed\that because
people do in fact utilize this information that it is the information that they would

naturally use to de.t_ermine why achievement events happen. In order to test these -

assumptions and to establish the-validity of the cues used in 'previous studies, -Frieze

B (1976 b) asked subjects to stafe what information they would want to help them better l

understand an, achievement situation about which they were asked to make attributions.
Since the responses were enzirel'y open-ended, they did not cue subjects to any particu-
"~ lar responses.‘ Based upon the information obtained from 80 college students, 13.

. 4

categories of information were derived from the data. In order of their frequency of

requests, these were:

{

L (1) Task: Specific information about the type of exam or situation.

(2) Incentive: The importance of the outcome to the person.-

(3) Ability: The ability, skill or past history of successes of the person.

17
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+
. 2 (4). Soctal comparl's"on:’v Theuaklll or ability of other people involved ln thé ‘ |
- 5 J . ‘isltuatlon or.how the'snze other peoole performed.' | S | '1
' \ ,.\(S‘l' Et_‘fort: The: effort exerted l)y,the person. | .
< - ‘ (6) ‘-Instructor: Ir rma_tllon about the person teaching the class in which the
X

exam was given, \e;;peclally about the teaching skill of this person.

- (7 Mood The mood state of mind of the person.

AN

(82 Exact outcome: Deta led ln.formatlon aboit the exac_t outcome oOr score

. ' .or what iteriis weTe missed on.the exam.

L (9 Identlty of the pergon: Nonspeclfl'c lnformatlon aboiit who the pere n was. ‘

.

EAREEE (10) Other people Informatlon about other people who mtentlonally affected

<

the outcome, the presence of cheating on the exam. .

4

(ll) Cheating Knowledge about whether the person cheated or let someong /

~ A v

— - "else do better intentionally. o ¢ |

(12)- Luck:h How lucky was the pereon'? "
. . “ : . . . . . .0
- (13) ’l‘eam effort:l Information about the outcome being dependent upon a group’

rather than an indiyidual.

Over 75% of the information reql{ests were claselflable into these categories (the per-
i - . L . n - ot ’/‘ . ‘
centage varies from study to study). Overall, people wanted between two to three

types of information to explain each event, even though studies have sliown that people

tnay utilize as many as five information cues when they are presented with the infor-

»
J

mation \(F'rleze and Welner, 1971).
Similar types of information requests were found by Fisher (1976) who asked

subjects to make jt_ldgmenta about interpersonal ekllls_, an employment situation, and




a parole situation. She did find, tho'ugh‘,/‘that requests varied across these three types
of situations. In the interpersonal slcills situation the general characteristics at?d;
behavior of the person was most’ rélevant vvhile in the employment setting there was . ;
\more%sire to know the employee 8 abilityﬂ and external factors which may have
facilitated or inhibited performance. For the parole decision. the person 8 general
characteristics, past record of crimes and the severity of°the crime were most
. requested.. Thus contrary to the generally held iﬂea in achievement attribution
research that situational variations are relatively minor there were major differences
in spec'ific f:gequencies of information requests across situations. This is congruent
with the information processing literature where the task itself is, seen as the strongest
: determinant of behavior (Simon, 1969) This also provid:s’ some support for th'e
previously discussed idea that people \rely on underlying schemata in making attribu— .
tional Judgments and that these schemata vary across situations. Ona practical level,
" such work also implies that laboratory and simulation studies must use care to provide
_subg]ects with the .mformation which would be most relevant to them in making .their
_cau al judgments. This might be established through use of pre-tests with the open-

‘ » A ’

ended information requests employed by Frieze (1976 b) and Fisher: (1976)

P-4

CAUSAL ATTRIBUTIONS .

. As discussed earlier, college students use a wide variety of causal attributions

In explaining the causes of success and failure (Elig and Frieze, 1975). When the situ--
B o : " h " . . . N N

ation involves nonacademic settings, the list grows even longer (e.g., Elig and Frieze,

1975; Mc,Hugh, Note 4; McHugh, Duquin, and Frieze, in'press; Shields, Note 5; Valle

and Wallendorf, Note 6). Snyder (Note 7) in an earlier_paper in this session discusses-

2 . w
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f sltuatlonal variation ln the causal attributions made to explaln the causes of -

1

‘ chlevement outcomes. Itis clear that the' researcher must use the appro- ; .

ausal attribution categories for the s,ituatlon, he oannot rely on the four causes ‘

87 .
&

ue related to causaPattrlbutions 18 thelr measurement.

i

jects lndependently rate varlous potentlal causes for how much each cont:rlbuted to the
» 4 \
' -]

outcome. Finally, sdbjects can simply be asked to state why a partlcular event occurred |

S
»

and this open-ended data can be coded through some procedure such as that outlined by

A3

Elig and Frieze (1975). Each of these methods has streng'ths and weaknesses. The

4

first allows for precise assessment of the relativé welghts attached to varlous c"‘iuses

%

.

but it does not allow for analyses involving two or more causes since the ratings are not
: independent. The secand reverses these characteristics. An Open—ended‘procedure has
: ,mqh;évcontent validlty and does not restrict subjects to a list of codes prevlously deter-

- mmed to.be relevant by the experimenter.’ However the data is difficult to code and

bR

does not allow preclse analyses since it Is categorical rather than numerical

B , ,
Elig (1977) lnvestlgated these three methods to See which ylelded more valld

A

i data ln terms of the theoretical consequences of attrl utions descrlbed earlier. He
i

found that no method was clearly superior but that a‘sklng subjects for-independent 7

3

% 'ratlngs for how’much each cause was a factor yleldedthe best overall data. However,
.'-.‘i . ! . X . .

¥ :

A

A
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he used a slt{latlon in which there have already been ‘many open—ended studies to deter—

mine the aispro;friate list of causes. SWe would recommend th;\t researchers first

N

. employ an open-ended procedure with their actual subject populatlon ‘and then use the -
. DT \
< ‘most ﬁ‘\equentﬁt generated causes in later ratlng scale studies. . .-

'_ ) ok : NEW DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH

*» X
. .

N

The research developed to explaln the causes of academlc success and failure °

@ -

s now belng g.pplled to a varlety of problems. A symposlum earller ln thls conference
\ , hag discussed son:e of . these. For example, Duquin (Note 8) dlscusses the attrlbutlonal
B consequences of ,havlng ch[ldren ln» co-educational physicals educatlon classes. Valle B
\ and Wallendorf (Note 6)tshow.lhow consumer attrlbutlons affect )react‘ons to products :

whlch do not work properly. Shlehls (Note 5) shows how causal attrlbutlons mlght affect

v
.5.

| ~a variety of decisions in the evaluatlon»of employee pe‘rformanc/e, and McHugh- (Note 4)

) \\ . treatment of alcoholics. Fontaine {(Note 9) shows somé\of the underlying attributional

- e
N,

shows how underlying agssumptions about th‘e‘icausesofn aloohollsm might affect the

dynamics for. low self esteem in women. We are also dolng_some current ressearch on

women who are beaten.hy thelr husbands-and their beliefs about why_'thls‘ happens. V;A 11
of this re/search is current. Some of’ it is still e_kploratory and attempts to e‘xplain tl;)a
attributior)ls o\f people in particular s\ltuatlons. Others actually look at affective and -

» | behauioral 'consequences. Hopefully researchers will do’more of the"latter as this

‘research develc:;s.w iny then will we fully understand the attribution process and the

re‘ffects o{” variops causal attributions on fmportant behavigrs.
‘ \s‘ N » “ y

o
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